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Author’s Note: This is an extended version of the paper I presented at the 2015 Hayes Graduate 
Research Forum, humanities division. Thus, it reads much like an oral presentation, rather than 
a written piece of scholarship. It draws upon some of my dissertation research, including time 
spent with local preservationist activists. Footnotes were not originally included in the paper as 
it was written for oral presentation, and these were only inserted for this submission. A final note 
on the oral-history citations: though at the time of this writing, they are all within the possession 
of the author, he plans to donate them to the archive at Ohio History Connection (formerly Ohio 
Historical Society), and the citations reflect this. Please contact the author if there are any 
concerns about citations. 
 
Season three of David Simon’s The Wire opens with a telling conversation between 
Bodie and Poot, two established characters. Because of time limits and, to be honest, the amount 
of swearing in even the opening 45 seconds, I won’t show the clip. Both characters grew up in 
Baltimore’s public housing and for them, public housing represents different if not necessarily 
competing themes. Bodie, pictured to your left, claims the structures, about to be demolished by 
the city, are mere, quote, “steel and concrete,” while Poot contradicts him, quote: “No man, I’m 
talking about people. Memories and shit.” Their back-and-forth cuts to the heart of the tension 
surrounding the history of public housing across the United States, between residents and urban 
planners, and between the public and academics.
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So poignant are these sentiments for current former residents across the U.S. that 
communities are challenging the redevelopment plans of municipal interests—some public and 
some private. Cheryl Corley, on NPR’s Morning Edition, just recently reported on how residents 
of the Lathrop Homes in Chicago are resisting the redevelopment of that public housing project 
which they call home. Memory and history, once again, sit at the apex of this conflict. But these 
are just two examples that successfully challenge ahistorical stereotypes about public housing 
and the people who live there.
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With this presentation, in addition to surveying the preservation of public housing places 
across the United States, I will zero in on oral histories I have collected from former residents of 
Poindexter Village, Columbus, Ohio’s first and all-black public housing community.  Just within 
the last couple years, the city and the local housing authority chose to demolish Poindexter, an 
act that many in the community protested. Like Lathrop in Chicago and over 700 other public 
housing projects built across the U.S. from 1933 to 1949, Poindexter Village was a garden-style 
modernist development, quite distinct from the substandard housing before it and from the ill-
designed and ill-managed towers that might come to mind when we talk about “the projects.”  
Literature Review: Telling the Story of Public Housing 
My paper specifically engages with and builds upon several layers of scholarship 
including policy histories, the new public housing history, historical geography, and the digital 
humanities. A majority of public housing histories from the 1980s through the 2000s have 
primarily presented case studies of exceptional individual cities that reinforce a narrative of 
abject failure, an indictment of white liberal urban planners who exacerbated the stark urban 
racial divide. A majority of the histories focus on top-down processes of professionals and 
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 Some recent work from roughly the last decade, however, has incorporated the 
voices of the people who called the projects home. These have not fundamentally altered the 
dominant national narrative of failure. Still, something akin to a “new public housing history” 
has emerged that challenges many of the myths about public housing in the United States.
4
 A 
primary group of historians has illustrated how residents themselves, far from powerless, in fact 
shaped public housing policies at the grassroots level while also making strong communities. 
Some historians have also stressed the strong design of the earliest public housing.
5
 A new edited 
volume, representing many of the field’s major figures, is about to be published challenging 
eleven Public Housing Myths, and thus heavily revising the historiography of America’s public 
housing.
6
 Even these historians, however, have not examined how the national black press and 
academics have portrayed and analyzed public housing. Nor have they analyzed the collective 
memories that have solidified around these places, places which communities and professionals 
have worked to preserve. 
My work illustrates that without the people, public housing remained simply empty, 
lifeless structures. I trace how urban planners from the top-down and residents from the bottom-
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up transformed mere space into a meaningful and lasting place. Thus, engage in an extensive 
scholarship on urban planning and design and the public history of placemaking.
7
 Along with 
public housing historiography, my project engages with a vast literature on memory, erasure, and 
forgetting as well as an equally complex literature on the historic preservation of public places. 
At least since Carl Becker’s Everyman His Own Historian, American historians have grappled 
with public history, or to put it another way, how the public engages with “the past.”
8
 It is now 
common for historians to grapple with conceptions of collective memory, most prominently in 
studies of national upheaval, trauma, and warfare. In the United States context, David Blight has 
applied memory studies to the American Civil War, and Monica Perales, to an industrial 
southwestern border-town.
9
 My concern, however, is with how urban communities attach and 
formulate connections and memories around distinct urban spaces and institutions in the past and 
present. Thus, not only am I applying theories of collective memory to public housing, I am also 
engaging with scholars who have written on how urban public spaces are racialized, 
remembered, commemorated, forgotten, and even erased.
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While my project bridges this gap between the historiography of public housing and the 
issues of collective memory, commemoration, and historic preservation, it also places big-data 
collection and digital visualization on a national scale into conversation. I engage with digital 
visualizations as a way to communicate not only data but analysis. This line of inquiry is 
undertaken in the spirit of digital historian David Staley who, in Computers, Visualization, and 
History, convincingly argues that digital visualization can be a “main carrier of the meaningful 
information.”
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 In this paper, as I engage with an eclectic secondary source material in the digital 




Drawing on only one part of my dissertation, I focus in this paper on residents and 
preservationists as active agents, agents who had some say over what type of a community they 
built and remembered.
13
 In large part because the housing authority has not preserved the 
majority of its historical records—thus erasing much of its and its residents’ history—I have 
sought out the oral histories of former residents to capture the type of story that is too often 
forgotten or ignored. Working extensively with a community group now called the Poindexter 
Legacy Foundation, I have located interviewees. These efforts, for instance, led me to additional 
oral histories that the community performed at a local history festival. As I have examined these 
oral histories and other historical documents, I have asked what type of community did public 
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housing residents make? What aspects of the architecture and urban planning did residents make 
use of and engage with? Why, in sum, were so many people so passionately dedicated to 
preserving Poindexter Village and its history?  
Visualizing the Experimental Policy of the New Deal via Public Housing’s First Phase 
These research questions have led me to examine the preservation of public housing at 
the national level, with Poindexter and Columbus serving as an on-the-ground case study. I have 
begun to make original use of the official registration forms for the National Register of Historic 
Places as both primary and secondary sources as part of this research. This first section, however, 
maps all of the public housing projects that the New Deal federal government built between 1933 
and 1949. I call this the first phase of America’s public housing.
14
  
These first three visualizations map out all of the public housing projects that the federal 
government built between 1933 and 1949. They came in three phases. The earliest is illustrated 
here. The second map shows an increase in production as the first projects proved popular and 
successful. And the third map completes the picture when the program exploded, with over 700 
projects being built by federal and local housing authorities across the nation, including the 
possessions of Puerto Rico, the Virgin Islands, and Hawaii. Below, the maps are presented 
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So far, I have identified 25 public housing projects that are officially listed on the 
National Register of Historic Places, which is administered by the National Park Service. The 
following map is one visualization of the locations of these places. It shows the places in 
chronological order by date listed on the Register. The first was listed in Atlanta in 1976. The 
most recent listings are from 2014 in North Carolina. The majority of locations correlate with the 
highest numbers of projects built during the New Deal, as seen in the above maps. It is important 
to note that most regions of the United States are represented in these listings, implying lingering 
positive memories of this federal government policy. 
 
 
Using data from the registration forms including photographs, oral history testimony, and 
more, I am analyzing when, where, and why communities and individuals have worked to list 
these places. They stand as physical embodiments of the New Deal and the people who lived 
there. Even in locations where a place has been demolished, its listing on the Register marks it as 
a location of value for the nation. Like former residents of Poindexter Village once hoped for, 
communities across the nation have made sure that public housing communities have gained the 
recognition of the National Register.  
The architects of the New Deal desired to create jobs for a nation out of work while at the 
same time providing for those who had too little as FDR testified to in 1937, saying in his 
famous second inaugural address, “The test of our progress is not whether we add more to the 
abundance of those who have much; it is whether we provide enough for those who have too 
little.” He made it a point to visit the projects that his New Deal was creating, and so he visited 
Poindexter to commemorate its opening in October of 1940.
16
  
Some architects shared his vision. Howard Dwight Smith was the general architect for 
Columbus’ housing authority, a professor at Ohio State, and the university architect for the 
university. In the spirit of the New Deal, he called for his professional colleagues to provide 
“public service” in what he termed “socialized architecture” to aid those who did not have access 
to modern housing.
17
 Poindexter itself, that Smith and a team of architects helped design, was 
composed of 33 original housing buildings with a total of just over 400 units, making it slightly 
larger than most. All of the buildings were two-story, Garden-style structures, not the towers that 
arrived in the late 1950s and 1960s.
18
 But in my last section, I present a few pieces of testimony 
from former residents of Poindexter Village.  
Residents Making a Community 
Without residents, public housing would have simply remained empty and meaningless 
physical structures—an empty space. But residents took up the opportunity to make it a 
meaningful place; they transformed Poindexter from mere housing into home. Designers of the 
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New Deal decided that they could not challenge racial segregation with their already-under-
attack housing program, and so Poindexter was an all-black housing project until after the 1954 
Brown v. Board decision. Segregation, then, was a fact of life for the first generations of 
residents. Paradoxically, however, it offered black residents a safe and supportive local space to 
development a strong social anchor institution at Poindexter Village. This was an era when racial 
housing covenants restricting the sale to non-whites were still wide-spread, when you couldn’t 
pray to get even a sniff of a loan if you were black, let alone be welcome in a white school or 
neighborhood.  
Civil rights activism was one avenue where residents coalesced. They successfully 
challenged a rent increase in 1942 with the help of the nationally-known Vanguard League. 
Newspaper articles blared headlines reading “Vanguards Say ‘Peaceful Means’ of Gaining Gov’t 
Housing About Exhausted” and “Poindexter Village Tenants Plan March on City Hall in 
Columbus Rent Battle.”
19
 Tenants pushed for their right to affordable housing as well as access 
to the other public housing the Columbus Metropolitan Housing Authority was planning in the 
city.
20
 Meetings were held at Poindexter about larger civil rights issues like combating 
discrimination in employment, education, and, fittingly, housing. She recalled Julie Whitney 
Scott, who grew up in and around Poindexter in the late 1960s, recalls what sort of culture the 
community fostered: 
The term “Village” wasn’t just a noun, it was an action word. It meant there were 
elders in the immediate area that took care of you while your parents went to 
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work. They watched over you while you played in the courtyard. . . . They taught 
us respect for our elders and respect for ourselves and each other.
21
 
Having lived in Poindexter at a time when Black Power’s influence within the civil rights 
movement was rising, Scott made note of the strong social networks that acted within 
Poindexter.  
And as I’ve hinted at already with my examples, women played a crucial role in making 
Poindexter a safe and vibrant community. When I interviewed Aretha Edward and her daughter 
in June of 2014, she said, “Oh yes what happened is we had a chain out there of women, and we 
would tell each one what was going on in the neighborhood.”
22
 Cindy Mastin, in her oral history, 
recalled, “The bottom line was that if somebody was in trouble that lived out there, then they had 
support if they just reached out and said something.”
23
  
Unlike the mainstream scholarship by sociologists which argues that public housing was 
isolated from the surrounding urban area, residents recalled that Poindexter Village’s design 
made sure it could be meshed surrounding locations and culture. Paco Grier, who was born and 
grew up in Poindexter said:  
Everything was centered around Poindexter Village.  Everything we needed was 
right here in this community: fish markets, the drug store, so we had no need of 
anything outside of that. . . . And as far as the music, that’s one reason why I was 
influenced in my early years, was the music. Because there was a club on every 
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As he illustrates, the Village was not isolated from the surrounding community, especially in the 
first three decades of its existence.  
Concluding Remarks 
Quote: “When I drive down Long Street anymore, I don’t even turn to the right – it’s just 




Quote: “I put it in the same category as this Sphinx or Taj Mahal or the Vatican or 
whatever.  I mean if you don’t get the physical thing there, they don’t mean [anything] then.  I 
mean we can talk about these places, but if we got nothing left from it . . . that we can see and 
touch, it don’t really mean nothing.” Baba Shongo, former resident.
26
 
Quote: “History is important.  That what you do in your life is important. That when you 
do something or you see something, it can last.  It’s significant.  If you tear away and take 
everything away from people that they have and if they have pride in, you leave them with 
nothing.” Julie Whitney Scott, former resident.
27
  
Quote: “I’d love to be able to go to there and say, ‘Well, see that over there, I had a place 
I grew up. It looks just like that. They tore it down, but that’s what’s left of it. And Roosevelt 
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 These are just a few of the answers from former residents when I asked them why they 
wanted Poindexter Village to be preserved rather than very nearly totally destroyed. Arguably, 
more than anything else, what a nation chooses to commemorate, memorialize, and preserve 
represents the core being of what it strives to be and not just what but who it values. Although 
only two of Poindexter’s buildings still stand, my research seeks to question exactly what type of 
a nation the United States seeks to be. Is it one that only values places like George Washington’s 
Mount Vernon or Thomas Jefferson’s Monitcello, or is it a nation that has room for preserving 
the homes of the tired, the poor, and the huddled masses, too? 
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